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Edgar Allan Poe’s short stories, varied as they are and articulated from different narrative 
standpoints, reliable or otherwise, have an overriding thematic resemblance—they are all built 
upon profound and irreconcilable contradictions. They navigate the liminal zone between life 
and death, health and disease and sanity and madness so nimbly that there is perhaps no other 
American writer of Gothic fiction whose works gain so much from the deployment of such a 
dialectic. Apart from landward Gothic dominated by the presence of mediaeval cathedrals, 
castles and dungeons, Poe has penned some remarkable Nautical Gothic too. In the short story 
“The Premature Burial”, an example of this genre, Poe presents the dialectics between the inside 
and the outside as centered on the discourse of spatiality. 
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Introduction  
The word ‘gothic’ is a site for polysemous significations. To trace the etymological origins 
of the word, we need to go back to ‘The Goths’ who were a Germanic tribe living in mediaeval 
Europe. Applied to architecture, the term ‘Gothic’ means the revival of a medieval aesthetic 
featuring pointed arches, ribbed vaults and flying buttresses that was in vogue in Britain from 
the early eighteenth to the late nineteenth century. The present connotations of the word 
combine the barbaric nature of the Gothic tribes with the desolation and eeriness the castles and 
cathedrals built in this style evoke.  
The gothic is relevant from an aesthetic perspective too. According to Edmund Burke, ‘the 
sublime’ is closely associated with feelings of overwhelming terror. Burke in his A 
Philosophical Enquiry into the Origins of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful suggests that 
it is not the presence of beauty considered as pure form that leads to sublimity, but terror 
considered as a vehicle of injury or death. Burke proclaims categorically, “Terror is in all cases 
whatsoever, either more openly or latently the ruling principle of the sublime” (45).  
He goes on to say that what contributes to the feeling of ‘the gothic’ is not the gothic 
paraphernalia of which secluded passageways, somber castles and terror-inducing dungeons are 
the primary ingredients, but the total mastery of the mind by a precocious imagery that 
juxtaposes beauty with decay and longevity with premature death. The subjective state that 
results from visualizing the slow attenuation of beauty in contact with some pestilential 
affliction is the ground for ‘the gothic.’ Thus, the Gothic image has functioned throughout 
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literature as a bridge between prose and poetry; and to refer back to the words of Edmund Burke, 
it adds sublimity to literature by showing the machinery of Terror in full operation. 
Nautical Gothic, as the name suggests, presents the interpenetration between the sea and 
the Gothic. It is scholars like Marcus Rediker, Peter Linebaugh, Brian Rouleau and Hester Blum 
who exerted great influence on the nautical culture of the United States during the 18th and 
19th centuries. They romanticized the image of the sailor who was instrumental to national 
growth in the years following the War of 1812 fought between the United States and the United 
Kingdom. By valorising the endeavours of the American sailor who won great victories for the 
nation, they transformed the drunken and rowdy seaman into an important symbol of nationality, 
and also gave impetus to a flurry of novels with the sea as their central subject. 
A search for thematic parallels between landward and nautical Gothic will yield quite 
interesting results. Nautical Gothic portrays ships as confining and claustrophobic structures 
akin to vaults and crypts; the sea and its interiority is depicted as the shadowy castle that 
dominates the action; and the eddies and vortexes of the ocean serve as the many intricate 
passageways and labyrinths that populate gothic tales. Travelling in the cloistered space of a 
ship is just like being buried alive in a crypt and bobbing on the choppy seas with dangers 
looming with the rise and fall of each wave is just like being led down a somber passage with 
only a flambeau for guidance. Thus, nautical Gothic melds the sea into the machinery of terror, 
allowing a dialectics of space to transform an ordinary sea-faring tale into an equation of 
ambivalence between the inner and the outer world.  
 
Analysis 
The term ‘Nautical Gothic’ was first used by Dennis Berthold in referring to Poe’s only 
novel The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym of Nantucket to distinguish between the fantastic 
and the realistic in maritime writing. The main difference between sea-faring novels and 
nautical Gothic concerns the question of authenticity. Poe did not have the kind of whaling 
experience Herman Melville had when he wrote Pym and many critics consider the work too 
callow and rhetorical in its effect. There are only a few instances where the nautical lore 
presented in the novel ticks the boxes of veracity and several are the occasions when Poe wavers 
between pardonable ignorance and willful misrepresentation. But what is more important than 
realistic accounts of voyages in nautical Gothic is the expounding of the delirious mental state 
of the characters within the scheme of the Gothic. It is the subjective states that merit greater 
attention than punctilious attention to nautical marginalia. 
Poe’s artistic vision, which he expounds in The Philosophy of Composition, is an index to 
his conception of the short story as a genre superior to the novel. Poe believed that rather than 
spontaneity, what animate literary creations are the deliberate selections and excisions of the 
author who secretes his purposiveness beneath the veneer of artistic outburst. He also believed 
that there is no more suitable subject for prose or poetry than the death of a beautiful lady, by 
disease or melancholy. As such, he wrote a number of stories like The Fall of the House of 
Usher, The Oval Portrait and The Masque of the Red Death which convey in a single setting, 
his trajectory for the expressive poignancy and tragic destiny of the short story. What distances 
Poe’s gothic tales from the rest of the canon is his preoccupation with building an atmosphere 
of horror and the gradual nudging of events to an overwhelming climax, which rather than 
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alleviating the misery one feels on being assailed by accounts of decay and death, perseveres in 
its melancholy philosophy to dissipate action into a sense of irredeemable morbidity. While Poe 
set most of his stories on land, he also wrote nautical stories like ‘Ms. Found in Bottle’, ‘A 
Descent into the Maelstrom’, ‘The Oblong Box’ and The Premature Burial’, many of which can 
be classed under the category of nautical Gothic. Of these, ‘The Premature Burial’ stands out 
as perhaps the best explication of Poe’s conception of the genre. Compared alongside stories 
pertaining to the mode of the landward Gothic, where the sense of ‘enclosure’ is employed as 
an overarching metaphor, ‘The Premature Burial’ shows the operation of the dialectic between 
‘inside and ‘outside’ more visibly by exteriorizing the subtlety of subjective states. 
Commenting on the primacy of space and how it is produced, Henri Lefebvre says in The 
Production of Space: 
In the beginning was the Topos. Before – long before – the advent of the Logos, 
in the chiaroscuro realm of primitive life, lived experience already possessed its 
internal rationality; this experience was producing long before thought space, 
and spatial thought, began reproducing the projection, explosion, image and 
orientation of the body. 
The settings of Gothic narratives can be analysed spatially as movements between the 
inside and the outside world. Castles and abbeys are heterotopic spaces in that they are at the 
same time rooted in their natural territory and uprooted to serve as zones of isolation and 
imprisonment. Landscapes are not value-neutral either, but influence the psyche by 
communicating feelings of hostility and malevolence. If we supplant castles with ships and 
landscapes with the rolling space of the sea, we have the necessary props for entering into the 
subjective states evoked by the nautical Gothic.  
Gaston Bachelard also offers interesting insights into the dialectic of inside and outside in 
his critically acclaimed work The Poetics of Space. He says: 
Outside and inside form a dialectic division, the obvious geometry of which 
blinds us as soon as we bring it into play in metaphorical domains. It has the 
sharpness of the dialectics of yes and no, which decides everything. Unless one 
is careful, it is made into a basis of images that govern all thoughts of positive 
and negative. Logicians draw circles that overlap or exclude each other, and all 
their rules immediately become clear. Philosophers, when confronted with 
outside and inside, think in terms of being and non-being. Thus profound 
metaphysics is rooted in an implicit geometry which—whether we will or not—
confers spatiality upon thought; if a metaphysician could not draw, what would 
he think? Open and closed, for him, are thoughts. They are metaphors that he 
attaches to everything, even to his systems. 
He goes on to say that the border-line surface between the inside and the outside world is 
a shimmering area, and that if we were to enforce any strict discipline upon it, it would create 
painful ripples on both sides. Bachelard’s statement has immense theoretical significance in that 
it refers to the dichotomy between appearance and concealment. The ‘within’ cannot exist 
without the ‘without’ and any aggression at their interface will only serve to alienate the two 
parts of a pre-linguistic whole. Such ruptures of binaries, the break between surface and depth, 
inside and outside point to the influence of the nautical Gothic as an ever-present theme in Poe’s 
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stories.  
An important aspect of the nautical Gothic is the ambiguous presence of the harbour as a 
place of access and as a place of restriction. The harbour offers the promise of freedom in two 
distinct ways—to the seaman who longs to return to the maritime world with its array of 
colourful adventures, the sea is the ultimate freedom and to the one that longs to return home 
after months of battling insurmountable odds, the sea is the ultimate incarceration. This shifting 
boundary and the liminality it offers poeticizes and politicizes the nautical Gothic at the same 
time. The in-between-ness of this border creates a frontier that was as influential and symbolic 
for American culture as the Western frontier. Leonard W. Engel, whose work on “gothic 
enclosure” is very famous, argues that the claustrophobic aspects of Poe’s fiction revolve 
around the protagonist’s struggle to maintain his rationality in the face of what appear to be 
overwhelming irrational forces. He adds that while Poe was not the first Gothic author to 
employ the convention of enclosure, he was the first to transform it into a “crucial artistic device. 
Poe’s stories are built upon strange internal contradictions which at times seep through the 
skin of normalcy and impart an elusive glow to the extraneous aspects of the plot. Not only the 
plot but the characterization too occurs at the interstices of life and no-life, sanity and hysteria 
and health and pestilence. Poe’s narrators are endowed with more than ordinary sense of 
perception; they record the vicissitudes of their mental states with a terrifying allegiance to 
detail. The reader wonders how a person in the grips of trauma can open up so eloquently, 
shuddering at every turn of phrase, a jolt in the rhythm, and glissando of expression. The 
dialectic of space that informs Poe’s works is most manifest in his short stories ‘The Premature 
Burial’ and ‘The Oblong Box.’ 
Poe presents the inexorable connection between landward and nautical Gothic in his short 
story, “The Premature Burial” by calling attention to the claustrophobia associated with a 
sailor’s world. The title of the story points to taphephobia or the fear of being buried alive. After 
a lengthy history of the scare of premature burials, the narrator confesses his own predilection 
to fall into a catatonic state in which the separation between the dead and the undead is blurred. 
The narrator takes lengthy precautions to preclude the possibility of his being buried alive. He 
alerts his friends and countrymen to his condition and even builds a vault in his house with 
adequate safety measures installed so that he would know how to escape were he to be buried 
accidentally. Unfortunately for him, all these precautions prove to be in vain as one day on 
waking up, he finds himself in absolute darkness covered by "a solid wooden substance not 
more than six inches from [his] face,” with “the strong peculiar odour of moist earth” 
permeating the enclosure (967). The narrator surmises that he had fallen into a trance while 
absent from home “while among strangers - when, or how, I could not remember - and it was 
they who had buried me as a dog - nailed up in some common coffin - and thrust, deep, deep, 
and forever, into some ordinary and nameless grave. (967) 
The narrator later discovers that he is not in a crypt but in a ship, which rescued him while 
he was buffeted by a storm on the cost of the river James. The peculiar odour of soil combined 
with the confined space of the bunk had communicated to the narrator a sense of being buried.  
Poe here accentuates the sense of bunk-as-coffin by specifying that the sloop was laden with 
“garden mould”. The narrator quickly understands that it is these associations he has formed 
during the voyage that has really entrapped him and not the reality of a tomb. By confronting 
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the sepulchral nature of his own interiority and the fears that lie recondite therein, the narrator 
is able to get over his fear of taphephobia, to shudder at the thought of it never again. It is 
noteworthy that more than the outside world of the Gothic, it is the inside world with its own 
convolutions and labyrinthine networks that deserve greater mention in ‘The Premature Burial.’ 
The sea is not merely a background, but a symbol of interiority and alienated subjectivity, the 
very hallmarks of the nautical Gothic. 
 
Conclusion  
The fear of premature burial was rampant throughout the 19th century and cases of 
cataleptic patients being wrongly interred have been recorded. Medical tests for determining 
death were not foolproof and people could be buried in a comatose state, only to die of 
asphyxiation later. In 1919, Sigmund Freud wrote about the fear of being buried alive in his 
essay on the uncanny. Expanding on ideas he had developed in Totem and Taboo, he suggested 
that “taphephobia” was linked to wider terrors relating to the un/dead and that it manifested a 
return of latent, psychic energies: 
To some people the idea of being buried alive by mistake is the uncanniest thing 
of all. And yet psycho-analysis has taught us that this terrifying phantasy is only 
a transformation of another phantasy which had originally nothing terrifying 
about it at all, but was qualified by a certain lasciviousness – the phantasy, I 
mean, of intra-uterine existence (Freud 241). 
Premature burial is uncanny and terrifying because it depicts the interpenetration of two 
worlds that should remain separate. Memories of intra-uterine existence suggest the possibility 
of a return to the elements, that primordial state in which the human status is as yet 
undifferentiated from that of the mineral world, through premature burial. The concept of 
premature burial signals a forbidden movement and exchange between the living and the dead. 
It mixes up hermetically divided territories and sabotages the scientific temper of the 
Enlightenment which set scientifically verifiable limits to mortality. It is thus “a symbol of 
trespass – signifying that what “ought to have remained secret and hidden has come to light” 
(Freud 225). 
It can be seen that ‘The Premature Burial’ derives its creative brilliance and narrative 
ingenuity from the deployment of the strained dialectic between the inside and the outside. The 
protagonist of the story undergoes feelings akin to that one can plausibly have on rebirth when 
he wakes up to the realization that he has not been buried. This realization is one that subverts 
the binarism of ship/crypt and dead/undead and signals the movement of thought away from 
the centers of power to a more naturalistic view of things in which interconnections and 
dependencies are acknowledged rather than smothered. The import of the story then is that the 
inside and the outside are not two separate realms, but a cogent whole that get separated due to 
the violence exerted by an overly rationalistic mode of thinking. The nautical gothic in the story 
is at once a plea for realignment of thought along the trajectories of a romanticist worldview 
and an exposition of the political aspects of space. Rather than treating nautical Gothic as an 
inversion of landward Gothic, it should be considered for its own imaginative powers. It should 
focus on how the sea is represented in Gothic literature and how an atmosphere of awe and 
impending doom serve to poeticize the image of the sea as an unconquerable force of Nature. 
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The sea is to be viewed not merely as a thematic or organizing principle with which to widen 
the prospects of a projected limited to the land. It is to be considered as a critical position in 
itself rather than a metaphor for something else.   
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